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Key points
● Numbers of undocumented migrants* in the UK are increasing, but at a slower rate 
than the UK population as a whole.
● The size of the population of undocumented migrants is inflated by Home Office 
policy such as the cost of registering as a British citizen, which makes it more difficult 
to regularise status.
● Policies such as the NRPF rule do not save money, but instead displace costs away 
from central government towards local government. 
● Policies such as the NRPF rule result in poverty, food insecurity and child deaths 
which the child welfare system is not able to prevent.
1. Reducing the size of the illegal* population
Numbers of undocumented* migrants in the UK
Recent research for the Greater London Authority (Jolly et al. 2020) uses the same ‘residual’ 
methodology as the Home Office estimate for 2001 (Woodbridge 2005). A comparison 
between the two central estimates suggests that the size of the undocumented migrant 
population grew by around 240,000 people between 2001 and 2017 (See Table 1). 
Table 1: Size of the undocumented population in the UK
Undocumented population in 
2001 (Woodbridge, 2005)
Undocumented population in 
2017 (Jolly et al., 2020)
Central estimate 430,000 674,000
Range 310,000-570,000 594,000-745,000
Percentage of UK population 0.7% 1%
However, these estimates do not include the numbers of UK-born children with 
undocumented migrant parents. Sigona and Hughes (2012) estimate that 56 percent of 
undocumented children were born in the UK, which would mean that an additional 120,000 
children can be added to the total undocumented population, taking the total to 794,000 (Jolly 
et al. 2020).
This apparent rise in numbers of undocumented migrants in the UK is because removals and 
regularisations of status account for less than the increase in people becoming undocumented, 
and babies born to those who are undocumented. Increased border controls are unlikely to 
make an impact on this group because relatively few are illegal entrants, and the most 
common route into becoming undocumented is likely to be events since arriving in the UK 
such as overstaying on a visa (Vollmer, 2009). 
Despite the increase in absolute numbers of undocumented migrants, the undocumented 
population has declined as a proportion of the total foreign-born population by nearly half. 
This is due to the demographics of the foreign-born population in the UK. The vast majority 
of the increase in the foreign-born population since 2001 has been from EEA+ nationals, 
particularly from A2 and A8 countries in Central and Eastern Europe. EEA+ born migrants to 
the UK represented more than a third of the total foreign-born population in 2017, in contrast, 
the undocumented population only accounted for just under seven per cent of the foreign-
born population (down from twelve per cent in 2001). The current size of the undocumented 
population compared with EEA+ migrants in the UK, and the total foreign-born population 
can be seen in Figure 1 below. 
Figure 1: Migrants as a proportion of the total UK population
Source: Jolly et al. (2020)
2.  Impact of policies
Irregularisation
Home Office policies have a role in creating undocumented migrants. The ‘Windrush 
Generation’ scandal is an example of these processes, where a cohort of people who had the 
legal right to be in the UK became de facto undocumented and subject to removal from the 
UK, as a result of not being able to prove their right to stay in the UK, and through the 
destruction of records by which they could demonstrate their status in the UK.  Processes of 
irregularisation can be seen in other contexts. For instance, research for the GLA about 
migrant children in the UK suggests that only a small minority of children who would be 
eligible for regularisation ever apply (Jolly et al. 2020). Although there are an estimated 
215,000 undocumented children in the UK, since 2012 there have been only 15,177 
applications for regularisation on family life grounds for children and young people, and 
6,131 on private life grounds. Reasons for the low take up of regularisation schemes are 
complex, but there are considerable barriers to accessing regularisation. These barriers 
include high application fees (CCLC, 2017); the complexity of immigration law and policy; 
the lack of free, good quality legal representation following the removal of legal aid for most 
areas of immigration law (Dorling et al. 2017); and Home Office decision making which is 
inconsistent and does not take into account the best interests of the child (Valdez et al., 2014).
Value for money
When assessing whether the ‘hostile environment’ represents value for money, the effect of 
immigration policies in shifting cost from central government to local government must be 
considered. This occurs in three ways, first, by preventing access to the social security 
system, the NRPF rule has the effect of displacing people in need of financial support away 
from DWP administered support, towards local authorities under their duties under the Care 
Act (2014) and Children Act (1989). Second, the costs of immigration applications prevent 
undocumented migrants from regularising their status (Dorling et al. 2017). For those who 
have an outstanding application for leave to remain delays in Home Office decision mean that 
local authorities have a duty to provide financial support for people for a more extended time 
- local authorities support people with NRPF for an average of 665 days (Rowney, 2015). 
Due to case law (R v. Clue), when a family have an application pending with the Home 
Office, local authorities cannot preempt the Home Office decision by discharging their duty 
to a family by buying a ticket back to a country of origin. Finally, the decision in 2012 to 
apply the NRPF condition to people with limited leave to remain in the UK increased the 
financial burden on local authorities as it prevented people who previously would be eligible 
for mainstream social security from accessing benefits.
The total costs to local authorities of supporting people with NRPF are unknown, but a 
survey of 51 local authorities in the 2009/10 financial year found they spent a combined total 
of £46.5 million a year on supporting people with NRPF (NRPF Network, 2011). In 2015, 
London Councils found that the number of people with NRPF being supported by local 
authorities in London was proliferating and a sample of 17 London Councils reported that 
support for people with NRPF cost them £25 million a year (Rowney 2015). Lewisham 
Borough Council’s Overview and Scrutiny Committee reported that in 2008 the annual cost 
of support for families with NRPF was £242,000. But by 2012, the costs had risen to 
£2,244,000 and by 2013 had increased again to £5,368,000 (cited in Jolly, 2019). 
Early indications from service providers suggest an increase in numbers approaching local 
authorities for support since the COVID-19 pandemic, which will, in turn, increase the costs 
to local authorities (Jolly et al. 2020). This has been exacerbated by the expectation from the 
MHCLG that local authorities should ‘bring everyone in’ to prevent homelessness during the 
pandemic, irrespective of immigration status (MHCLG, 2020).
Food poverty and insecurity
We know from other policy areas that policy is enacted in the mundane and everyday 
interactions of decision makers and public sector officials working in their specific 
organisational settings, subject to material, political, cultural and other socio-institutional 
constraints. Much of these issues are problems or concerns about how policies unfold in 
practice (Bartel, 2018). For instance, the example of how policies such as NRPF unfold at the 
local level (that we focused our research on). Research amongst undocumented migrants with 
NRPF in Birmingham indicates that 9/10 were food insecure, and 6/10 experiencing very low 
food insecurity (Jolly 2020), indicated by “multiple indications of disrupted eating patterns 
and reduced food intake.” (Coleman-Jensen, et al., 2019). This compares with only 8 percent 
of the population of England, Wales and Northern Ireland, who were food insecure in 2017 
(Bates et al., 2017).
Food insecurity amongst migrant families with NRPF can have tragic consequences. In 2012, 
a child with NRPF starved to death in Kent (Smith 2018). The serious case review into the 
death concluded that: "It is clear...that lawful and efficient responses are not always enough 
to compensate for the very particular vulnerabilities of the extremely marginalised group 
represented by those who have no recourse to public funds." (Smith, 2018). 
Although there is no national monitoring of child deaths where the family has NRPF, analysis 
of the NSPCC case repository suggests that this is not an isolated incident. The NSPCC 
Knowledge and Information Service has published a summary of risk factors for first-
generation migrant, asylum seekers and refugees. The summary reports that one of the three 
reasons for case reviews being commissioned for this group was that: “children died or were 
seriously injured after parents' legal status left them unable to access the support and care 
they need” (NSPCC, 2014). 
While all benefit claimants are subject to conditionality, for migrants, such conditionality is 
interwoven with their citizenship, migration and residence status in complex and overlapping 
hierarchies of belonging (Carmel and Sojka 2018, 2020). As families with NRPF have no 
access to mainstream social security benefits, support from local authority children’s services 
is sometimes the only means to prevent destitution. However, support rates are too low to 
prevent poverty.  Table 2 presents findings from an analysis of subsistence support rates paid 
by local authorities to families with NRPF to prevent destitution.
Table 2: Comparison of weekly payments to families with poverty lines
 
 
Inner 
London 
mean
Outer 
London 
mean
Regional 
mean
Total mean
Weekly section 17 payment for 
parent and 2 children
£133.56 £115.90 £106.18 £118.15
Percentage below HBAI poverty 
line
56% 62% 65% 61%
Percentage below minimum 
income standard
68% 72% 74% 71%
Source: Jolly (2019)
Using the households below average income (HBAI) measure of relative poverty, the poverty 
line is currently £306 per week after housing costs for a family with one parent and two 
children aged 5 and 14 (DWP, 2018). Rates of subsistence support were on average 61 
percent below the poverty line (See Table 2), with inner London boroughs paying the highest, 
and non-London authorities paying the lowest. The majority of rates were lower than other 
mainstream social security or asylum support, and the lowest weekly amount of the surveyed 
local authorities corresponded to only £3.10 per day per household member. The highest was 
£10.72, but all rates were below the HBAI poverty line. 
An alternative indicator of deprivation is the Joseph Rowntree Foundation minimum income 
standard (Davis et al. 2018). This measure is based on a consensus of the cost of everything 
which a household needs to ‘achieve an acceptable living standard’. The standard is similar in 
intent and wording to the threshold for section 17 support under the Children Act of 
‘maintaining a reasonable standard of health or development’.  Section 17 rates for families 
with NRPF were even further below the minimum income standard than the HBAI. In 2018, 
a household of one parent with two school-age children would need £412.35 per week after 
housing costs and excluding the cost of council tax and childcare to achieve an acceptable 
living standard. However, the mean weekly rate of support across all authorities was 72 
percent below the minimum income standard. Overall, authorities outside London were 
further below the poverty line than those in the capital, with inner London authorities having 
rates that were the closest to the poverty line and minimum income standards.
3. Conclusion
Based on recent evidence on the size of the undocumented population, the Home Office does 
not appear to be achieving the aim of reducing the size of the population, and the unintended 
impact of some hostile immigration policies may even be to increase the size of the 
undocumented population.
Second, current policy does not appear to reduce the harm of undocumented migration, rather 
there are specific harms caused by hostile environment policies which exclude people from 
access to welfare support, which are particularly acute for children, and which have an impact 
beyond undocumented migrants to all British residents and citizens (Yuval-Davis et al. 2018). 
During the current COVID-19 pandemic, it is vital for public health that people can access 
support and are not discouraged from accessing support because of their immigration status 
(Jolly et al. 2020).
Finally, policies to reduce numbers of undocumented migrants do not appear to provide value 
for money, but rather displace costs from one area of the public sector to another, creating 
particular difficulties for local authorities. 
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* Note on Terminology: 
There is no universally accepted term to describe the status of people who live or work in a state 
without the state’s legal authorisation. Terms such as ‘illegal alien’, ’illegal immigrant’, 
’undocumented migrant’, irregular migrant’, ‘sans papiers’, and ‘clandestine migrant’ have all been 
used in different contexts. The term ‘illegal immigrant’ remains the preference of both the European 
Commission and the UK Government (European Commission, 2001; Home Office, 2013). However, 
the term is controversial and is no longer used in the Associated Press style guide (Andersson and 
Nilsson, 2011). The phrase is inaccurate for several reasons. First, it implies criminality or illegal 
entry, neither of which necessarily apply (Andersson, 2014).  Second, it technically only refers to the 
‘flow’ of people who cross a border, rather than the ‘stock’ of those who remain in the country, such 
as those who overstay a temporary visa (Triandafyllidou, 2010). Third, it can serve to legitimise the 
removal of rights for those migrants who are labelled as ‘unauthorised’ such as the removal of the 
right to access public funds which has lethal consequences (See Smith 2018). Finally, the dichotomy 
of legal/authorised and illegal/unauthorised immigration is itself misleading because many migrants 
change immigration status over time, moving from authorised to undocumented and back again 
(Koser, 2010). Schuster (2005) argues that geographical mobility is often matched by a “status 
mobility” where it is common to experience many immigration statuses over time and to even slip 
back and forth between them (2005, p.758), and even ‘authorised migrants can be impacted by 
restrictive conditions such as the NRPF rule and the NHS surcharge.  A more commonly used current 
description in the literature is ‘undocumented migrant’ (Bloch et al., 2014; Dorling, 2013) and this is 
the term used in this paper to refer to people who live in the UK without government authorisation. 
